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Unsung Heroes of the Civil Rights Movement

This is a song of the unsung heroes of the Civil Rights movement,
Martin Luther King, Malcolm X, you know their fame,
One leader does not make a movement
So many others gave their lives the same
Lamar Smith, Medgar Evers, Denise McNair, William Moore
John Earl Reese, Reverend George Lee, Addie Mae Collins,
and Emmett Till
This is the story of the unsung heroes of the Civil Rights movement,
Who gave their lives so we could be free,
With courage they spoke against hate, racism and bigotry
To make good on the guarantee, the promise of equality
James Chaney, Andrew Goodman, Michael Schwerner,
Viola Gregg Liuzzo, Reverends Bruce Klunder and James
Reed, Oneal Moore and Willie Brewster
This is a song of the unsung heroes of the Civil Rights movement,
Who fought and marched in protests to end Jim Crow
To give blacks a vote unrestricted, promised so long ago
Attacked by the Klan berated by folks,
They could not say no
Jonathan Daniels, Samuel Younge, Vernon Dahmer, Ben Chester White
Wharlest Jackson, Benjamin Brown, Samuel Hammond, and how many more?
This is the song of the unsung heroes of the Civil Rights movement,
Find out who they are, learn their names
Learn their feat, their courage, their stories
We must honor them the same
Up in the sky next to Malcolm and Martin
Soon you’ll see so many more twinkling stars

Notes

Lamar Smith (1892-1955)

Lamar Smith was a profitable farm owner, political activist and WWII veteran.
He was determined to make his voice, and the voice of his people heard by
organizing black voters and working to ensure that absentee ballots were
counted. Shortly before an election Lamar Smith went to the county courthouse
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in Brookhaven, Mississippi on business. There he was approached by three white
men. One man pulled out a pistol and shot Smith dead in broad daylight in front
of a crowd of witnesses. Smith was 63 years old. When the case went to trail, all
witnesses, amazingly claimed to have seen nothing. Without substantial evidence,
the case was thrown out. Smith’s killer has never been brought to justice.

Medgar Evers (1925-1963)

Medgar Evers was the first field secretary for the National Association for the
Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) in Mississippi. A veteran of World War
II, Evers was active in achieving equal rights for African Americans in the city of
Jackson. He helped to organize lunch counter sit-ins and spoke out publicly on
civil rights. On the night of June 12th, 1963, Evers stepped out of his car and was
bombarded by gunfire. He died less than an hour later. His death caused outrage
and protest among young activists. His murderer, Byron De La Beckwith, was
tried twice in the 1960’s for Evers’ assassination; both trials ended with hung
juries and Beckwith walking free. A third trial was held in 1993 that resulted in
Beckwith’s conviction, and a life sentence without the possibility of parole.

Addie Mae Collins (1949-1963) and Denise McNair (1951-1963)

In 1963 members of the Sixteenth Street Baptist Church (Birmingham, Alabama),
including children, marched along with Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. in peaceful
demonstrations for equality. Television cameras captured young children being
brutalized the same as older protesters -- the country was outraged. City officials
were forced to begin school desegregation. Not long after Denise McNair, Addie
Mae Collins and two friends, Carole Robertson (1949 - 1963) and Cynthia Wesley
(1949 - 1963), were preparing for a Youth Service at in the basement church. At
10:22, a bomb set outside the basement wall went off, killing the four girls. All the
girls were under 14. The FBI investigation incriminated four Klansmen, although
no one was then tried for the crime. It wasn’t until 14 years later that the case was
reopened. Klan member Robert Chambliss, 73, was tried and convicted for the
bombing in 1977, and Bobby Cherry and Thomas Blanton were later convicted in
2001 and 2002 respectively. All received life sentences.
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William Moore (1927-1963)

Bill Moore was a white man raised in the South. Moore was famous for his long,
lonely protest walks in which he would often walk from one city to another, hand
delivering letters to public officials, urging them to consider equal civil rights.
(He was a postman by profession.) Moore’s last walk was from Chattanooga,
Tennessee to Jackson, Mississippi, delivering a letter to Governor Ross Burnett
asking him to accept integration. Moore left Chattanooga on April 21, 1963. At the
end of his second day of walking, Moore sat down to record his thoughts in a
journal and rest his sore and blistered feet. A car passing opened fire on him. A
ballistics test showed that the rifle belonged to Floyd Simpson, a Klan member
Moore spoke with, perhaps heatedly, earlier in the day. No one was ever charged
with the crime. A month after his death 29 protesters were arrested trying to
finish the walk that Bill Moore had started.

John Earl Reese (1939-1955)

One quiet night in the town of Mayflower, Texas, a few young teenagers sat
around in a cafe drinking sodas and dancing to their favorite tunes. Without
warning nine bullets sliced through the air killing John Earl Reese and injuring
his nearby cousin and sister. It was well known that white men from the nearby
town of Tatum found sport in nighttime shooting sprees against the black citizens
of Mayflower. Yet, police arrested and charged two black men with the crimes.
Afraid of the being beaten and jailed, the two men confessed to the crime and
were fined a mere $15. Ronnie Dugger, the editor of The Texas Observer,
however, published a series of articles criticizing the investigation and his articles
were picked up for national syndication. Finally after three months police
arrested Dean Ross and Joe Simpson for the murder of John Reese. Dean Ross
confessed to the crimes and was convicted of murder, but served no jail time. The
case against Joe Simpson was dropped.

Reverend George Lee (1903-1955)

Reverend George Lee was born, raised and educated on a plantation in
Mississippi. In addition to preaching, Lee ran a grocery store and a printing
business. As head of the local NAACP and a powerful preacher, he tried to
convince the disenfranchised African Americans citizens of Belzonie to register to
vote. In a city where blacks outnumbered whites 2-1, the White Citizens Counsel
attempted to bribe Rev. George Lee into inaction -- he politely declined. Lee was
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driving home late one night when he was hit by shotgun fire from a passing car.
Rev. Lee managed to pull himself out of the car to a nearby cab stand where two
black drivers took him to a hospital, where he died. The sheriff declined to
conduct an investigation and ruled that Rev. Lee had died in a traffic accident,
though the coroner pointed out the lead pellets embedded in Lee’s face. In the
end evidence was ignored and the Rev. Lee’s death was ruled “cause unknown.”

Emmett Louis Till (1941-1955)

Emmett Till was raised in a working class section of Chicago. Bold and self
confident, his mother raised him to be proud of his ethnicity and not to judge
others on the basis of their skin color. But his mother, before his trip to
Mississippi, also warned the 14 year old to take extra care with whites in the
South. In the town of Money, Mississippi however, Emmett’s friends dared him
to talk to a white woman. Emmett approached a white female store clerk, bought
a piece of candy, and walked away saying, “bye baby.” The news of such
interaction spread quickly through the town. The husband of the clerk was
outraged that his wife would be disrespected by a black boy. That weekend the
husband, Roy Bryant, and J.W. Milam intimidated Emmett’s uncle, Mose Wright,
into giving the boy up. The men then took Emmett to the woods, beat, shot, and
then drowned the boy’s body. Till’s body was found three days later. When the
news of her son’s brutal killing reached Mamie Till she demanded that her son’s
body be shipped back to Chicago for an open casket funeral. Thousands of people
attending the service saw the mutilated way her young son had been murdered.
Mose Wright risked his life to testify against the men who murdered Emmett Till,
but it all came to nothing when an all-white jury returned a verdict of not guilty
after deliberating for less than an hour.

James Chaney (1943 - 1964), Andrew Goodman (1943 - 1964) and Michael
Schwerner (1939 - 1964)

James Chaney was a black civil rights activist from Meridian, Mississippi. In the
“Freedom Summer” of 1964, Chaney was joined by Andrew Goodman and
Michael Schwerner, two progressive Jewish activists from New York City, in a
major project of the Congress of Racial Equality (CORE) to register local black
citizens to vote. On June 21, 1964, the three men visited a black church that had
been fire-bombed by the KKK. The church had been chosen as a site for a
Freedom School, a place where black history and the philosophy of civil rights
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were to be taught. On their way back to the CORE office, the men were stopped
and arrested by a local deputy sheriff. Released later that evening, the men were
stopped again on a rural road by a white mob. They were shot dead and buried in
an earthen dam. Attorney General Robert Kennedy ordered the FBI to
investigate. Of the 19 men indicted, seven were found guilty of depriving the
victims of their civil rights in 1967. In 2005, a KKK member was also convicted of
manslaughter.

Viola Gregg Liuzzo (1925 - 1965)

Viola Liuzzo was a working-class married white woman with five children who
grew up in the segregated south, but moved to Detroit in WWII. She loathed the
inequalities of race and turned her beliefs into actions through her local church,
whose members had participated in the Freedom Rides in the south in the early
1960s. Horrified by the television images of the Edmund Pettus Bridge “Bloody
Sunday” attack on Rev. Martin Luther King during his march from Selma to
Montgomery, Alabama and the murder of Reverend James Reeb, she first
participated in a student protest at Wayne State University, then drove -- on her
own -- to Selma, Alabama to volunteer herself to the Southern Christian
Leadership Conference (SCLC). After participating in a second large march across
the Pettus Bridge on the 25th of March, 1965, Liuzzo and black civil rights worker
Leroy Moton drove participants home. After dropping off a group of people, the
two were followed a by members of the KKK in two cars. One car pulled alongside
of Liuzzo, who was driving and singing freedom songs. She was shot twice
through the head and died instantly. Moton escaped by playing dead. The murder
of a white woman shocked the nation. President Lyndon Johnson personally
announced the arrest of four Klan members on national television. A bizarre
series of trials eventually led to limited jail time for some of the killers, but the
killing probably helped President Johnson get his 1965 Voting Rights Act through
Congress.

Reverend Bruce Klunder (1937 - 1964)

Born in Oregon, Bruce Klunder was a white Presbyterian minister and civil rights
activist in Cleveland, Ohio. He became a leader at the local chapter of the
Congress of Racial Equality (CORE) and participated in demonstrations both in
the south and in the Cleveland area. Cleveland schools were grossly overcrowded
in 1964. During the protest of the building of a new school in an area that would
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only have perpetuated racial neighborhood segregation, CORE activists, black
and white, tried to prevent construction by lying down in the path of a bulldozer.
The driver of the bulldozer, not realizing Reverend Klunder had lain down behind
the huge machine, backed up and killed the minister instantly. A silent memorial
followed the next day. Reverend Klunder was hailed as civil rights martyr for his
sacrifice.

Reverend James Reeb (1927 - 1964)

Reverend James Reeb was a Unitarian Universalist Minister, a married father of
four. Though white, his family intentionally lived in a poor black neighborhood in
Washington D. C. before relocating to Boston in 1964. As a member of the
Southern Christian Leadership Conference (SCLC), Reverend Reeb participated
in the famous Selma to Montgomery protest with Dr. Martin Luther King, which
resulted in a police riot at the Edmund Pettus Bridge. Two days later, after eating
at a black diner with two other white ministers, Reeb and his colleagues were
attacked by a group of white men shouting “niggers,” and striking Reeb in the
head with a pipe. A series of delays, accentuated by racism against the white
ministers and a black doctor, resulted in Reeb not reaching a Birmingham
hospital for nearly four hours, where he died two days later. Despite eyewitness
testimony, southern justice disqualified one defendant on the grounds of metal
incompetence, while an all-white jury pronounced the other “not guilty,” to the
applause of the courtroom.

Oneal Moore (1931 - 1965)

In 1964, Oneal Moore, a WWII veteran, became the first black deputy sheriff in
Washington Parish, a KKK stronghold in Vernado, LA. A year later he was dead.
Moore was riding in his patrol car with his partner, Creed Rogers, on a late night
when bullets from a rifle and a shotgun struck the officers. Moore, struck in the
back of the head, was dead, and Rogers was blinded in one eye. Rogers was still
able to radio in an identification of a black pickup truck with a Confederate flag
decal on the front bumper. An hour later and an hour’s drive away, Mississippi
police stopped a truck fitting that description and arrested Ernest Ray McElveen,
a member of the anti-Semitic Citizens Council and the National States Rights
Party, two racist and violent groups. He was extradited back to Louisiana, but
never prosecuted. No other arrests were made.
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Willie Brewster (1927 - 1965)

During the violent Alabama Summer of 1965, the inexorable progress of
increasing civil rights for blacks had white extremists in a frenzy. In Annison, AL,
a series of “white-man’s rallies" called for, in clearly racist language, violence
against blacks. While driving home from the late shift at a foundry with three
coworkers, Willie Brewster, a black man, was shot in the neck by feared
“nightriders.” He died four days later. Brewster never walked a picket line, or
became a member of a civil rights group. He just worked hard to support his
family. The man convicted of manslaughter in the Brewster case never served jail
time -- he was fatally shot in a fight while his case was on appeal. Another man
acquitted in the Brewster case was convicted of another murder, and died in
prison.

Jonathan Daniels (1939 - 1965)

Jonathan Daniels was a white seminarian at Episcopal Theological Seminary
when Dr. Martin Luther King asked students and others to come to Selma,
Alabama (March 1965) to prepare for a march to the capital at Montgomery. In
May, Daniels enlisted small groups of blacks, mostly high school students, to help
integrate the local Episcopal church. During the summer, he participated in
picketing whites-only stores, and was among a group arrested. Upon release, a
confrontation occurred at a local shop with a man with a shotgun. Protecting a
black teenage girl, Daniels took a direct blast from a shotgun and was killed
instantly. The incident sent a shockwave through the Episcopal Church, uniting
and focusing its energy against segregation. Daniel’s killer was acquitted by
twelve white men, based on self-defense from a knife no one saw Daniels hold.
The police found no knife.

Samuel Younge (1944 - 1966)

Samuel Younge Jr. was a native of Tuskegee, AL. After a short stint in the Navy
(medical discharge), Younge enrolled in the Tuskegee Institute in 1965. He joined
the Tuskegee Institute Advancement League, a civil rights group where he helped
organize protests and other civil rights activities such as voter registration. He
was part of the Selma to Montgomery “Bloody Sunday” March. In January of
1966, Younge tried to use a whites-only bathroom at a gas station and was shot
and killed by the station attendant. The killer was found not guilty by an all-white
jury. Younge was the fifth civil rights worker killed in Alabama in twelve months.
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Vernon Dahmer (1908 - 1966)

Vernon Dahmer was president of the Forrest County chapter of the NAACP in
Hattiesburg, Mississippi. He was also a local entrepreneur, owning a farm,
sawmill, and a store. He was music director at his church and taught Sunday
school. He kept a voter registration book in his store to make registration
convenient for his customers. He and his family lived near the store. In January,
1966, his store and home were firebombed, and shots were fired as his family
escaped. He returned fire from within the building, and was severely burned. He
died the next day. Fourteen men were indicted, four were convicted, one pled
guilty, but the man who ordered the bombing, the Imperial Wizard of the Ku Klux
Klan, initially escaped in a mistrial. He was retried in 1998, convicted, and died in
prison.

Ben Chester White (1899 - 1966)

Ben White was not a civil rights worker. He was not registered to vote. He was a
sharecropper in his 60s, a quiet man, a humble man who could barely read, but
could quote the Bible from memory. He became a pawn in a plot to lure Martin
Luther King to Mississippi for assassination by the White Knights cell of the
Cottonmouth Mocccasins, a racist white KKK cabal. White was lured into the
woods in Natchez Adams County on the pretense of a lost dog, and was shot at
least seventeen times. His body was thrown into a creek. It took two trials, but at
least one of his killers was convicted of murder and sentenced to life in prison.

Wharlest Jackson (1931 - 1967)

Wharlest Jackson Sr. worked hard at the Armstrong Rubber Company in North
Natchez, Mississippi to provide for his family in early 1967. The Korean War
veteran had just gotten a 17 cent per-hour raise through a promotion to chemical
mixer, a position only white men previously held in the factory. He was also
treasurer of the local NAACP, and he worked to register black voters. White co-
workers at Armstrong made sure he knew that the Klan was not pleased. A bomb
planted under the seat of Jackson’s truck blew the vehicle, and its occupant, a
father of five, to pieces. Prosecutions were never forthcoming.
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Benjamin Brown (1945 - 1967)

On the evening of May 11, 1967, during a student protest near Jackson State
College in Jackson, Mississippi, police fired into a the crowd after protesters
began throwing stones, bricks, and bottles. Benjamin Brown fell dead, shot in the
back. He was not a protester, but a by-stander, a truck driver by profession. By
the time a full investigation had gone through the courts to a grand jury (2001),
the two officers responsible for firing the fatal shots had died.

Samuel Hammond (1950 -1968)

On the evening of February 8, 1968, on the historically black campus of South
Carolina State University located in the city of Orangeburg, several hundred
students gathered to protest the only bowling alley in the city being segregated.
Bonfires were started, and as police attempted to extinguish the flames, students
began throwing insults and objects at the officers. The police claimed they were
fired upon -- no evidence of which was found -- and they opened fire on the
crowd. Samuel Hammond, Delano Middleton, and Henry Smith were killed,
twenty-seven others were wounded. Police were accused of using excessive force,
but were acquitted. Only Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC)
leader, Cleveland Sellers, a Howard graduate who was not a student at SCSU, was
convicted and imprisoned for inciting a riot. He served seven months in jail, but
was granted a full pardon twenty-five years later.
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